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The degree to which individuals have the 

capacity to obtain, process, and 

understand basic information and 

services needed to make appropriate 

health decisions. 

Health Literacy 



Health Literacy Skills 

  Print Literacy 

-Reading 
-Writing 
-Numbers 

Communication 

Information Seeking and eHealth 

-Listening 
-Speaking 
-Questioning 

-Technology 



Nearly 9 out of 10 adults has 

difficulty using everyday  

health information.  



The 2003 National Assessment of Adult 

Literacy assessed the English literacy 

of more than 19,000 adults in the 

United States.  

Kutner, M., Greenburg, E., Jin, Y., & Paulsen, C. (2006). The health literacy of America’s adults: Results from the 2003 
National Assessment of Adult Literacy (NCES 2006-483). Washington, DC: US Dept of Education, National Center for 
Education Statistics. 
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Only 3% of senior citizens read at a proficient level;  nearly 

60% read at or below a basic level. 

Hispanics (12% of adult population) represent 35% of those 
with below basic health literacy skills. 

Adults living below the poverty level (17% of the adult 

population) represent 43% of those with below basic health 
literacy skills. 



 



 

 

 

Low health literacy costs the 

healthcare industry an 

estimated $106 - $238 billion in 

unnecessary costs each year. 
 

 

 

 



People with poor health 

are 5 times more likely to 

have below basic health 

literacy skills than people 

with good health. 
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“Children subjected to such stress may lack crucial coping skills 

and experience significant behavioral and academic 

problems in school.” 
 

Teaching with Poverty in Mind by Eric Jensen 
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Chronic Stress 



  
Brain Areas of Known Difference Between 

Low and Middle-Income Children 

Source: Adapted from "Neurocognitive Correlates of Socioeconomic Status in Kindergarten 
Children,” by K. G. Noble, M. F. Norman, and M. J. Farah, 2005, Developmental Science, 8, pp. 74–87. 



Brain Differences 

Note: Effect-size differences are measure in standard deviations 
of separation between low- and middle-income 5-year-olds. 
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Effects of chronic stress on 

behavior and performance 
• Is linked to over 50 percent of all absences (Johnston-Brooks, Lewis, Evans, & 

Whalen, 1998). 

 

• Impairs attention and concentration (Erickson, Drevets, & Schulkin, 2003). 

 

• Diminishes social skills and social judgment (Wommack & Delville, 2004). 

 

• Reduces motivation, determination, and effort (Johnson, 1981). 

 

• Increases the likelihood of depression (Hammack, Robinson, Crawford, & Li, 2004). 

 

• Reduces neurogenesis (growth of new brain cells) (De Bellis et al., 2001). 

 



I want people to understand what happens 

in the lives of the poor and the 

psychological impact that spiritual and 

material poverty has on their children. 

 

                JD Vance, author of Hillbilly Elegy 

Effects of Poverty 



There are times when even the most literate 

individuals are not able to process and 

retain information. 

Situational Stress 
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So now we have a big problem. 
 

 

 



Health literacy in print materials is more than just 

reading grade level and involves: 

 

 

• Number of words 

• Design (chunking and signaling) 

• Messaging type and clarity 

• Images 

• Understanding your audience 

 
 

 

 









The fight for the future of LGBT young 

people did not end with marriage 

equality.  60% of lesbian, gay, and bi 

youth report feeling so sad or hopeless 

that they stopped doing some of their 

usual activities.  40% seriously considered 

suicide.  30% tried.  We cannot and must 

not let young people carry this struggle 

alone. 
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